Overview Across much of its range, the Burrowing Owl has long been considered to be a declining species. It has also been the subject of many local and regional status assessments and planning documents, including the Western Burrowing Owl Assessment. 12 As a result, the Burrowing Owl is generally prominent on the "conservation radar screen", and in Nevada it is currently an Evaluation Species in the Clark County MSHCP. 1 Certainly Burrowing Owls have undergone substantial historical declines, but these have occurred mainly in the prairie regions to the east of Nevada, where loss of prairie dogs and largescale agricultural conversion greatly reduced the amount of suitable habitat. In these regions, declines appear to be continuing, but the population status of the Burrowing Owl in Nevada and other parts of the arid west is harder to decipher, with verdicts ranging from "declining" to "increasing", depending on the source consulted. 4, 10, 12, 13, 18 The main reason for these contradictory results is that survey data on Burrowing Owls in Nevada are inadequate to determine statewide trends. This uncertainty is the reason for giving the Burrowing Owl a "Special Status Species" designation in this plan. The main need at this time is to determine whether or not the species is declining in Nevada, and if so, to identify the most important threats.
In Nevada, Burrowing Owls occur sporadically in valley bottoms, sometimes in loose colonies. 8, 14 Apart from their need for burrows, suitable prey, and low vegetation, the importance of other habitat parameters and landscape features are not well understood. 4 The fact that disturbed areas are used by Burrowing Owls, though, suggests some flexibility in habitat use as long as the basic requirements are met. 12, 17 Abundance and Occupancy by Habitat
• NBC data show that 44% of observations occurred in Sagebrush habitat, 22% in grasslands, 21% in Salt Desert Scrub, and 9% in Agriculture • The NBC population estimate for Nevada (3,000 birds) corresponds well with the population size range reported by Klute et al. 12 (1,000 -10,000 birds), but is much lower than the BBS-derived estimate of 22,000 15
Nevada-Specific Studies and Analyses
Nevada National Security Site (Formerly Nevada Test Site) Studies
In Nevada, the Burrowing Owl has been most extensively studied at the Nevada National Security Site (NNSS). These studies have produced detailed information about the owl's natural history, ecology, breeding biology, and current status. 8, 9 Interestingly, Burrowing Owls at the NNSS appeared to be fairly tolerant of human activities, and were frequently observed using human-created structures (culverts, pipes) as artificial burrows. USGS studies are also ongoing in southern and central Nevada, but results were not yet available at the time of this plan release.
